Date
RE: Amendment to General Municipal Law
Hon.____________________________

Contact Information

Dear [Assemblyperson][Senator]:

I am writing to you on behalf of the New York State Dispute Resolution Association (NYSDRA), a professional membership organization committed to the peaceful resolution of conflict.  We are asking for your support on an important legislative initiative that would revise the general municipal law to offer mediation as a viable alternative to address municipal law disputes.

Whether it is in the development of a new comprehensive plan, a proposal for a new “big box” store or the sale of farm land for a new subdivision, one thing is for sure: changes in the local landscape are going to inspire differing, and often opposing views amongst the residents of a community.

For many years, the traditional method for resolving these opposing positions has been through the courts.  Developers, planners, farmers, environmentalists and municipalities have found themselves, willingly or unwillingly, embroiled in long, expensive litigation to resolve these complicated, multi-party issues.  As legal fees continue to soar and court dockets become increasingly congested, local governments in other states and several municipalities in New York State have established mediation as an alternate resolution method.

Mediation provides for the potential of mutually satisfactory solutions without the tremendous cost of litigation, both in terms of dollars and time.  This amendment would seek to add a new section 99-v to the General Municipal Law to grant local governments specific statutory authority to establish procedures (by local law or ordinance) to use mediation for reaching land use decisions.  The proposed language emphasizes the voluntary, cooperative nature of mediation (with its use of a neutral party) for addressing the differences and reaching agreement among interested parties.  As envisioned in the proposed legislation, mediation would be employed to promote timely and effective land use decisions by working to resolve conflicts in such areas as: review and approval of comprehensive plans, re-zonings, subdivision plats, site plans and special use permits.

Mediation is not appropriate for all situations and this legislation does not attempt to force parties in that direction. The bills, however, endorse the meditation process as a viable alternative to litigation.

The amendment would provide that mediation would be used to supplement, not replace, existing municipal review procedures and decision making by a local government.  Time limits associated with such reviews could be suspended during the alternate resolution process agreed to by the applicant and the municipality.
We believe that this legislation for this amendment would provide a catalyst to educate stakeholders and municipal officials of the availability of mediation as an alternative to litigation. The authority of statute will validate the process and empower individuals to explore the mediation alternative. For all the reasons stated, we heartily endorse the passage of this important legislation.  A position paper with some additional details can be found on NYSDRA’s website, www.nysdra.org.
Sincerely,

_________________________________

cc: Hon. George Winner, 814 LOB, Albany, NY, 12247

      Hon. David Koon, 643 LOB, Albany, NY, 12248
      Hon. Elizabeth Little, Senate Chair, Committee on Local Governments, 903 LOB, Albany, NY, 12247

      Hon. Sam Hoyt, Assembly Chair, Committee on Local Governments, 454 LOB, Albany, NY, 12248
      Hon. Owen Johnson, Chair, Senate Finance Committee, 913 LOB, Albany, NY, 12247

      Hon. Herman Farrell, Chair, Assembly Ways & Means, 923 LOB, Albany, NY, 12248

      NYSDRA, 255 River Street, Troy, NY, 12180

